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‘More Like the Kids than the Other Teachers’: One Working-Class Pre-
Service Teacher’s Experiences in a Middle-Class Profession 
 
 
Abstract 
While teaching is largely a White, middle-class profession, some teachers, including White 
teachers, come from low socio-economic backgrounds. This paper examines how one 
working-class pre-service teacher in Australia experiences studying in a predominantly 
middle-class teacher-education program. Drawing on the work of Bourdieu, this paper seeks 
to explore what we can learn from the reflections of a female pre-service teacher who is a 
member of this much smaller group of working-class teachers and who brings to her teaching 
the habitus and life history that aligns with many of her students and the low socio-economic 
communities in which she teaches. 
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1.1 Introduction 
There is growing concern for the educational welfare of students from low socio-
economic status (LSES) or disadvantaged backgrounds, which many believe is negatively 
impacted by school systems and teachers who cannot meet the cultural needs of their diverse 
student populations (Ball, 2009; Delpit, 2012; Mills, 2013). This paper explores the critical 
reflections of one working-class pre-service teacher as she examines and reflects upon her 
own habitus and the complex ways she has had to navigate both her Initial Teacher Education 
program and her practicum experiences within low socio-economic schools. We believe that 
Salli’s1 voice, as a working-class woman, is one that is largely absent from the literature. 
                                                            
1 Salli is a pseudonym.  
2 
 
Although her background may not be the norm within the teaching profession, an underlying 
rationale for this paper comes from our strong conviction that the experiences of working-
class teachers must be made more visible, with voices such as Salli’s promoted and heard. 
This paper presents Salli’s thoughts as she builds connections between her school-based 
experiences (on practicum and teaching in LSES schools) and a variety of theories related to 
poverty and economic disadvantage (covered within her Initial Teacher Education program at 
university). 
While the ‘achievement gap’ is commonly discussed in Australia as a way of noting 
the glaringly different outcomes for students from privileged backgrounds as compared with 
poorer or more disadvantaged students (Gonski et al., 2011), the divisions of gender, race and 
social class are commonly perceived as complications in education. In a predominantly 
White, middle-class profession, operating within an equally monocultural system (Delpit 
2012; Sleeter, 2008; Villegas, 2007), such divisions are often forgotten or ignored as 
significant factors that affect the classroom and a student’s place in it. This omission, coming 
from teachers who take their privileged status for granted, regularly results in deficit attitudes 
(Lazar, 2012). For example, teachers from privileged backgrounds very different from their 
students’ are often reported as perceiving their pupils as incapable, not smart enough or 
somehow disinterested in learning (Aveling, 2002; Luke et al., 2013). The disengagement of 
some students and their families comes to be seen as a ‘trait’, which is dangerously 
understood as inherent, rather than a product of the broader social constructs that determine 
what kinds of knowledge are (de)valued in society. Such negative understandings of students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds are reinforced by professional development programs such 
as Ruby Payne’s US-developed Framework for Understanding Poverty (Payne, 2005), which 
is gaining popularity among principals and teachers, even outside the US. Payne’s packages 
for teachers, which include stereotypes about the many ways poor people are different from 
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middle-class people (Ng & Rury, 2006), has been criticised as damaging because it implies 
that not doing well academically is “a natural outcome of class-related deficits in their lives 
both inside and/or outside the school gates” (Hall & Jones, 2013, p. 419). While there are 
many good reasons to attract more culturally diverse teachers into the school system, teachers 
are not themselves a panacea for solving inequity. As Berliner (2013) makes clear, a good 
teacher alone cannot be expected to ‘solve’ the effects of poverty on children and their 
families. Nonetheless, deficit thinking is often linked to the fact that teachers and students so 
often come from different backgrounds.  
Both socio-economic status and race are sometimes resisted as factors that impact on 
educational attainment in schooling (Aveling, 2002), especially at the school and classroom 
levels, because these are confronting issues for many White, middle-class teachers and 
admitting their influence acknowledges the inequitable social structures and ideologies that 
underpin Australian society. Hence, we can observe how socio-economic status is 
undoubtedly an important factor influencing student achievement and progression in 
schooling, yet despite this clear correlation, socio-economic status is often missing in the 
discourse of the everyday functions of schooling and of teachers. Consequently, individual 
teachers and school systems often function with a kind of colour and socio-economic 
blindness. 
In addition to the current funding challenges in Australian schools, inexperienced 
beginning teachers are disproportionately allocated to schools that serve some of Australia’s 
neediest of students, such as those prioritised by the now abandoned Review of funding for 
schooling (Gonski et al., 2011). This occurs despite the fact that it is widely accepted that 
well-prepared teachers with good understandings of race, culture and social class should be 
placed in schools in which they can make a difference. Dunne and Gazeley (2008) draw our 
attention to the lack of preparation for identifying issues surrounding disadvantage within 
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Initial Teacher Education programs that can result in some beginning teachers walking into, 
and then promptly walking out of, challenging schools. It is clear therefore that retention of 
staff in these schools is a major problem resulting in a yearly cycle of recruiting new teachers 
(most of whom are inexperienced graduates). 
Given that teachers have continually been shown to have a significant impact upon 
student performance (Jensen, Hunter, Sonnemann, & Cooper, 2014), we have been drawn to 
several significant questions: What difference might it make within the LSES context when 
pre-service teachers themselves come from socio-economic backgrounds similar to their 
students? How do these pre-service teachers report on their experiences of becoming part of a 
largely middle-class profession? How do they retain their cultural identity in a field that 
historically de-values their experiences and where power relations are played out constantly? 
What effort does it take to become a teacher in those conditions? 
1.2 Habitus and pre-service teachers 
 Habitus encompasses the thoughts, behaviours, skills and forms of conduct that are 
socially and culturally constructed. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) posit that each of us has 
inherited and accumulated a habitus: a set of socially acquired dispositions, skills and forms 
of conduct. We read one another’s habitus and associate ideas and assumptions about socio-
economic backgrounds in the same ways that we perceive racial or ethnic difference. The 
apparent invisibility of social status within a field (such as a university teacher-education 
program or a school) encourages a kind of ‘class blindness’ even though the responses to 
class are consistent with the ways people respond to more visible difference such as race. The 
overall privileged status of many teachers (McIntosh, 2012) means they are at risk of being 
unable to see (much less appreciate) social class difference among their students.  
According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), habitus is a “system of durable, 
transposable dispositions” inscribed in people’s minds (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 53) that influence 
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worldviews and actions. In the classroom, this could affect everything from how a teacher 
greets students to how they grade them because habitus is constructed not only from our 
personal histories, but also from “the entire collective history of family, class, race and 
ethnicity that the person is a member of” (Shim, 2012, p. 211). In this sense, our perceptions 
of one another and the occurrences of prejudice or discrimination should not be considered 
individual choices, but rather, as evidence of a broader social challenge. Understanding how 
these ideas are embedded through socialisation and how they can unconsciously influence our 
daily dealings with others requires that teachers engage in critical reflection and develop a 
conscious awareness of their predispositions, engrained attitudes and assumptions. 
All teachers, irrespective of their social or cultural background, enter universities and 
the workforce with their habitus bound to their own distinct class-constructed values and 
related ideology (Sommerville & Rennie, 2012; Villegas, 2007). Their values and ideologies 
are informed by their socio-cultural and familial histories and, hence, because teaching has 
historically been, and largely continues to be, a White, middle-class occupation, many 
teachers enter university with markedly similar backgrounds. Typically, Education faculties 
have sought to prepare teachers whose backgrounds match those of middle-class students. 
Cochran-Smith et al. (2012) note that “a teacher’s individual life experiences and past 
personal choices profoundly shape how teacher education is interpreted, curriculum is 
developed, and instruction is enacted in the classroom” (p. 32). Hence, it is unsurprising that 
the teaching profession constitutes a prime site that reflects the middle-class ideologies that 
potentially perpetuate the institutional bias entrenched in mass schooling. In short, the school 
system itself is “seen to play an active role in (re)producing class inequalities in wider 
society” (Hall & Jones, 2013, p. 417).  
The aim here is not to lay blame on teachers or to generalise, but instead, to draw 
attention to trends in the behaviour of teachers who come from particular backgrounds and to 
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problematise this in light of high-poverty schooling contexts. Thus, teachers’ life histories, 
discourse and attitudes hold the potential to unequally privilege and disadvantage particular 
students in the classroom and it stands to reason that students from minority backgrounds are 
at considerable risk of their teachers imposing negative perceptions, stereotyping and bias 
due to the workings of dominant unconscious (or conscious) bias (Shim, 2012). 
1.3 Teaching as a middle-class profession 
 There has been substantial research around diversifying teacher populations to better 
accommodate students from diverse backgrounds (Howard & Aleman, 2008), with evidence 
that this improves student outcomes and their experience of schooling (Reid, Santoro, 
Crawford, & Simpson, 2009). Increasing populations of diverse teachers is ideal, but not 
always possible in a climate in which middle-class teachers have firmly cemented their 
dominance within the teaching workforce. Although this problem is slowly being addressed, 
most students from LSES backgrounds are still taught by teachers very unlike themselves and 
whose backgrounds are monocultural. 
In the American context, Villegas and Irvine (2010) have explored the benefits of 
increasing diversity among teachers. In essence, their teacher-diversity research finds that 
teachers with similar backgrounds to their students provide more positive role models, which 
can lead to an improvement in academic achievement among their students. For instance, 
Villegas (2007) suggests that a workforce saturated with White, middle-class teachers sends 
students messages about the distribution of power and one’s place within society. With 
teachers whose dispositions and backgrounds are closer to their own, students are more 
motivated and feel less alienated in the culture of the classroom. It is also suggested that 
teachers who are like their students may hold an advantage over their more middle-class 
colleagues in improving the educational experiences and outcomes of less advantaged 
students, due to “culture synchronicity” (Villegas & Irvine, 2010). Cultural synchronisation 
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represents the alignment of cultural and social capitals, and occurs when there is a positive 
connection between teachers and students, who, in a sense, speak the same cultural language 
and share cultural knowledge and experiences. This connection can override stereotypes and 
the misinterpretation of behaviour or effort is avoided because teachers who share cultural 
experiences generally hold more “favourable views” of their students (Maguire, 2005; 
Villegas & Irvine, 2010). 
Villegas and Irvine (2010) explain that culturally diverse teachers and those from 
LSES backgrounds are not only more culturally prepared for high-poverty, high-minority 
schools, but they also generally remain in those schools for longer periods of time than their 
White, middle-class counterparts. As shown in the literature, teachers of colour and minority 
carry more community-oriented motivations for teaching and tend to remain in the areas most 
familiar to them. For example, if they grew up or live in communities with high poverty, they 
are more likely to opt for teaching in similar environments. Villegas & Irvine (2010) posit 
that teachers from similar backgrounds to their students are more committed and enduring in 
the teaching of their students.  
In mainstream schooling in Western society, the chance of succeeding within this 
middle-class institution relies on the ability to perform middle-class values and norms. Each 
student, regardless of background, will come into the classroom with varied levels of cultural 
credentials and, therefore, it can be problematic to make assumptions about how much of 
which capital students carry. The ability to perform well in this system almost guarantees 
success due to the “advantageous functioning of the system to particular groups of privileged 
people” (Gans & Jencks, as cited in Ng & Rury, 2006, p. 12). A core dilemma is that, more 
often than not, if you are from a working-class background, you are less likely to possess the 
institutional capital to successfully navigate through the system and the probability of 
success is further hindered if you lack the social or cultural capital of the dominant class. 
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Though we might not be able to see a teacher’s or a student’s socio-economic status 
in the same way that we see race, teacher habitus is nonetheless influential in how both 
experience schools and how they may be (mis)interpreted in the classroom as well as the 
staffroom. Yet, social class is a more or less an invisible unspoken entity in the classroom 
that is quite often ignored or dismissed, with teachers possibly feeling drawn to some 
students whose background matches their own without being able to consciously articulate 
what is occurring. Unfortunately, in many instances when teachers do acknowledge the class 
backgrounds of students, the sole purpose is to explain underachievement (Dunne & Gazeley, 
2008). Ignoring the significance of class culture in behaviour, values and family dynamics 
often leads to confirmation of stereotypes that circulate in teachers’ social circles, staffrooms 
and “through innumerable everyday practices” (Reay, 2004, p. 1019), with such perceptions 
affecting students in classrooms through, for instance, direct and indirect acts of 
discrimination. 
 As Shim (2012), paraphrasing Bourdieu and Swartz, explains: 
The field of education is a site where existing social structure is perpetuated 
and reproduced. This is because particular knowledge, linguistic behaviour, 
modes of thought and expression, cultural standards, and curricula that reflect 
dominant social structures (i.e. cultural capital) are privileged and valued in 
education, whereas the other forms of those properties are excluded and 
devalued. (p. 214) 
 
 What is normalised in the school is rewarded and teachers play an important role in 
legitimising the culture of the school (Mills, 2013). Cochran-Smith et al. (2012) argue that 
schools and teachers prefer and favour students who come from similar backgrounds and, for 
this reason, students who hold the relevant capital to do well are more often rewarded, while 
the other students are labelled as inferior and incapable.  
 It is not surprising, therefore, that many teachers (as well as students) in 
disadvantaged and underserviced schools hold unaligned forms of cultural currency. In Salli’s 
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experiences as a working-class pre-service teacher, which we discuss next, her working-class 
habitus was invisible to others, and she often questioned whether she was ‘good enough’ to 
be a teacher. Reay, Crozier and Clayton (2010) align this practice to suggesting that those 
living in poverty have “a sense of one’s place which leads one to exclude oneself from places 
from which one is excluded” (Bourdieu, 1984b, p. 473). Salli experienced this herself in the 
schools she went to as a child, and subsequently, as a pre-service teacher, she sometimes 
applied deficit thinking to her own abilities. Like other working-class educators, she sought 
to self-invent herself, to “look the part, sound the part and, moreover, to [make herself over] 
to conform to this middle-class aesthetic” (Walkerdine, 2003 p. 242).  
1.4 Method 
This paper attempts to answer some of these questions using critical narrative inquiry, 
where pre-service teachers take on the role of researcher, engaging in a constant cycle of 
critical reflection. As is often the case in practitioner-focused critical narrative inquiry, this 
process is generally collaborative, and involves joint discussions, collaborative writing and 
analysis (Cochran-Smith, Barnatt, Friedman, & Pine, 2009). In the case of this research with 
Salli, we began with the questions listed above, and asked Salli about her experiences as she 
reflected on her habitus, her personal history and her practicum placements in LSES schools.2 
Salli is a participant in Australia’s National Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools 
project (NETDS), which is now in its seventh year and currently operates within seven 
Australian universities.3 The NETDS model of teacher education actively encourages praxis 
via the complex layering of pre-service teachers’ learning and reflection. Reflexivity is used 
                                                            
2 Ethical clearance was approved for this research: ARC Linkage 1400001004 Exceptional teachers for 
disadvantaged schools: A longitudinal study of graduates at work in low socio-economic status schools. Salli 
wrote her own reflections, read and re-read all drafts, particularly to make sure she was comfortable with the 
analysis and its publication.  
3 Besides NETDS, there is historical precedent in Australia of teacher-education programs designed to prepare 
teachers to work in disadvantaged settings, such as Raewyn Connell’s long-standing Disadvantaged Schools 
project (Connell et. al., 1991), The Fair Go Project (Munns, Sawyer, & Cole, 2013) and the alternative 
certification pathway program Teach for Australia (see Skourdoumbis, 2012).  
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as a way for pre-service teachers to examine their identities and beliefs through critical, 
inquiry-based reflection, which is an integral part of this process (Ball, 2009). Like all 
NETDS pre-service teachers, Salli was selected for the program because of her high Grade 
Point Average (GPA) as well as her commitment to social justice, but she is less common in 
her socio-economic background. In line with the international findings on teachers more 
generally, many pre-service teachers come from middle-class families; however, Salli grew 
up in a poor community and even as a child, in some ways, though not in others, recognised 
herself as disadvantaged. She strongly identifies her social class as a point of both pride and 
struggle. In this paper, we privilege Salli’s telling of her own story, and her willingness to 
critically reflect on her experiences in ways that provide a new lens to examine herself as a 
future teacher: 
Something that I will never forget is not being allowed to make friends with certain 
kids in primary school. I was friends with a girl, but when she asked her mum if I 
could go to her house, she told her that I looked scruffy and that she wasn’t allowed to 
be my friend. My relationships with other children were filtered by their parents and 
there were many (wrong) assumptions made about what kind of person I was. For 
instance, I remember times when one of my friends came to my house with her mum 
and gave me a bag of her old clothes, and times when the religion teacher would bring 
us bread and [take us on] visits to churches for food donations. There were lots of 
things that made me different from others but I’m not sure I really thought about this 
as a child. 
 
More significant than simply offering up her stories, though, Salli was also the co-
analyst of these reflections. In dialogue with the other co-authors of this paper, Salli 
considered her own experiences through reading theorists such as Bourdieu, and selected 
literature related to topics such as the middle-class bias of teacher education. For instance, 
reading Bourdieu allowed Salli to recognise how she herself, as a working-class woman 
enrolled in an Initial Teacher Education program, occupies “a dominated position in the field 
of power” (Bourdieu, 1984a, p. 16). Salli’s self-analysis involved unique ethical 
considerations, required her to consider her own beliefs and practices, and work through 
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some significant ways that her working-class background often made her more culturally 
responsive. Salli herself was confronted when she recognised how she, as a working-class 
woman, had adopted some beliefs and stereotypes more likely from a middle-class teacher. 
This is an important point, in that this understanding of complexity, and the deeply 
entrenched and embodied nature of assumptions about working-class students and their 
families stopped us from ‘romanticising’ or essentialising working-class attitudes and helped 
us to understand what Salli had to go through in that ‘remaking of herself’ (Walkerdine, 
2003). Salli’s own attitudes were also produced, embodied and internalised (Bourdieu, 
1990b, p. 63) through having been schooled in a privileged culture; her own success was 
dependent, at least in part, on abandoning her own working-class background (Ingram, 2011). 
Although, at first glance, it can seem that Salli herself expressed some familiar stereotypical 
assumptions about working-class students from a similar background to her own, this is not 
necessarily unusual nor should it be surprising. In a different context, others, such as 
Indigenous scholars, (i.e. Phillips, 2012) have additionally cautioned us to be wary of simply 
assuming that cultural membership automatically means people come from a position of 
cultural awareness.  
  Critical narrative inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990) was central to Salli’s 
storytelling in that it ensured a cyclical process in which theory is linked to thinking about 
experiences, which is then in turn linked back to theory, and so on. Writing allowed for the 
open discussion of contradictions and tensions in Salli’s reflections on the impact on her of 
cultural and social capital, and led her to think about her own habitus and the fields in which 
she now operated as a future teacher. In this way, narrative inquiry served the dual purpose of 
a lens through which Salli as a working-class woman could, via a cycle of dialogue and 
inquiry (Grant & Agosto, 2008), interpret her own experience, while also documenting 
critical destabilised moments (Steinmetz, 1992) of learning. Salli’s self-reflective, 
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autobiographic inquiry involved “critiquing relations of power, questioning [her] assumptions 
about reality, and reflecting on the complexities of multiple identities” (Nieto & McDonough, 
2011, p. 366). Salli and her fellow pre-service teachers regularly engage in exercises such as 
storytelling (Slee & Jupp, 2013) to explain their own experiences with this form of self-
critique and reflexivity, which is advocated by numerous theorists who promote teacher 
education as a site of transformation and social change (see, for example, Ball, 2009). 
1.5 Discussion 
 As Salli engaged with reading about the experiences of working-class children in 
schools, she was often prompted to remember her own experiences. With this new knowledge 
and the opportunity to reflect, she began to consider how her social class background had 
shaped her own schooled experiences, Salli increasingly reflected on the discrimination she 
had experienced herself while growing up: 
I didn’t pay much attention to school until I got to Year 11. I was a fairly good 
student for my senior years but in a non-OP stream.4 I was accidentally put into an 
OP care class (pastoral care—it was called Access at my school), but because I 
wasn’t sitting the test, I wasn’t expected to prepare for the Queensland Core Skills 
(QCS) test for university-bound students, while the other students did (in non-OP 
classes students would learn about drugs, alcohol and safe sex). I didn’t have any 
ideas or goals for what I would do after school when I started my senior years, it 
simply didn’t occur to me to have this planned out. But in Year 12, just before the 
cut-off point to elect to sit the QCS tests, a supply teacher (just there for that 
lesson) incidentally asked me why I wasn’t going to uni. The lesson had been 
dedicated to looking through booklets from universities and deciding what courses 
we might like to pursue. The teacher saw that I didn’t have a booklet on my desk 
and questioned me about it. I told her that I couldn’t go to uni because I was non-
OP and she promptly said: “Of course you can.” I went to admin to see who I could 
talk to and they directed me to a senior pathways officer. I remember the person I 
spoke to was quite negative about me going on the list. That school generally deters 
non-OP students from sitting the test. 
 
 Dunne and Gazeley (2008) explain that “teachers consistently articulate low 
aspirations for working-class pupils such as poor educational progress and 
underachievement” (p. 459). Thus, Salli, whose grades were excellent (in her senior years), 
                                                            
4 An Overall Position (OP) ranking is a tertiary entrance rank used in Queensland, Australia.  
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had never been encouraged to take subjects that would lead to tertiary study and, in fact, like 
many from the working classes, had eliminated herself from academia from the outset 
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). More omission than explicit exclusion, it was only at the point 
when a supply teacher questioned the decision that Salli herself considered studying at 
university: 
We elect senior subjects in Year 10. At this stage I wasn’t in the mindset of high 
achievement—lots going on at home etc. I was a C average or failing subjects in my 
junior years. So, by the time I was interested in doing well, my subjects were already 
chosen. I chose maths and English because I had to (authority subjects), then chose 
hairdressing, early childhood, retail, tourism and design. I don’t know if anyone at 
school helped me choose—but it seems a bit of a coincidence that those are all 
vocational pathways. So in Year 10, I certainly wouldn’t have been encouraged for 
OP stream subjects but I also wouldn’t have been likely to choose something like 
physics or geography anyway: they weren’t appealing, I knew nothing about many of 
the OP subjects on offer and I didn’t have any outside influence on my subject 
choices, i.e. from parents/older siblings. 
 
 That Salli’s abilities went unrecognised, and that she was not perceived as a 
university-bound student, was not entirely surprising. Teachers are socialised into their 
perceptions of students “because we are all inescapably constituted within a variety of 
historically constituted social and political discourses” (Shim, 2012, p. 211). Like other 
systems of schooling, higher education transmutes social inequalities into academic 
hierarchies (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 153), and hence our perceptions of students, their 
families, communities and cultures are inextricably linked to what we have been socialised to 
perceive as normal. When we consider the mismatch between middle-class teachers and their 
students in high-poverty schools, what is often perceived as lack of interest, poor behaviour 
or poor achievement can simply be a matter of how a teacher understands the common 
experience. For a brief moment, even Salli, who was from a similar background to her 
students, found this stereotypical assumption persuasive (after all, it permeated the beliefs of 
all her peers and some of her lecturers). As she became a teacher, Salli had to actively resist 
the dominant discourses about disadvantaged children and behaviour management: 
14 
 
My first teaching practicum was in a low socio-economic school close to where I 
grew up. I didn’t really think about the school as low SES at first because it was in a 
much more affluent area where my family couldn’t afford to live. I didn’t have a very 
positive experience and I think I messed it up because we got advice like: “Don’t 
smile at the students. Don’t make friends with them.” So I took the advice because 
people who must know better than me gave it to me—they were the ones teaching us 
after all. No one in my family had been to university and none of my relatives are 
teachers. But it wasn’t me to behave like that. I wasn’t comfortable and all I managed 
to do was alienate myself from my students. 
 
 In having “strayed into higher education” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 112), Salli 
initially resigned herself to her status, believing in the natural authority of both her university 
lecturers and her supervising teachers, who she felt must, by nature of their positions of 
power, know more than her. She felt unqualified to “interrupt the professorial monologue” 
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 113) of those who she felt must know better than her, and 
acceded to the idea that they had a superior understanding not only of the field of education, 
but of life in general. It took a high degree of reflexivity before Salli was able to recognise 
her own experiences and knowledge as valid, while learning to ‘play the game’ of university. 
Socially constrained, Salli struggled to recognise her own agency in the unfamiliar field of 
academia. The negative assumptions that teachers hold about their students are also equally 
meaningful when a teachers’ place within the categories is considered. Unfortunately, these 
commonplace assumptions about poverty and explanations about success and failure are 
heavily engrained within education as a middle-class site. In fact, with increasing confidence 
about her rightful place in the world of teaching, Salli became more aware of these negative 
assumptions, which were sometimes overtly voiced as judgement. On her second practicum, 
she was surprised by the behaviour of her supervisor: 
My supervising teacher wouldn’t tell me anything about the kids in the class. She 
said: “You’ll see it yourself.” She was playing with me; it was like a test to see if I 
could manage the bad behaviour that would come with these kids. And frankly, the 
kids weren’t anything like she alluded to. Also, some of the behaviours that bothered 
or scared the teachers weren’t a big deal at all to me. 
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 Salli regularly felt surprised by assumptions made by her fellow university students 
and, in particular, by their taken-for-granted assumptions about her own background: 
I bumped into another education student at the train station who saw me taking the 
train (to a low socio-economic neighbourhood) and he said: “I wouldn’t have thought 
you lived there.” I said: “Yup ... all my life.” And people being surprised about where 
I lived has happened more than once. In many ways I’m more like the kids I teach 
than the other teachers I’m graduating with. 
 
 Coming from a background in which Salli had been considered an unsuitable 
candidate for further study, her transition into university and, in her words, of “becoming 
educated”, initially set off a “disidentification with the poor or working class” (Van Galen, 
2008, p. 110), which Salli acknowledges when she talks about consciously “trying to dress 
and talk like other students” in her first year of university. Reay, Crozier and Clayton (2010) 
note that “when we put working-class background together with schooling the different 
dimensions of identity can be seen to be in conflict with each other” (p. 116). Understandings 
of what working-class should or should not look like in practice works in favour of the 
systems of advantage and disadvantage because if we perceive other teachers in a way that 
categorises them into a particular set of cultural values and beliefs, we undoubtedly do the 
same to our students. The unconscious but persuasive understandings we hold of LSES 
students, such as categorising them as badly behaved ‘no-hopers’ with a chaotic background, 
can have a negative impact on their futures. Students from poorer backgrounds, like Salli, 
must then ‘transform’ themselves into someone more desirable if they want to succeed (Reay, 
Crozier, & Clayton, 2010), which means acting outside of their identity. Pre-service teachers 
from White, middle-class backgrounds tend to focus on “surviving in the classroom” (Sleeter, 
2001, p. 95) because they have grown up experiencing middle-class classrooms and will 
undoubtedly be mystified by the unfamiliarity of those in disadvantaged schools. It is clear 
that teaching in LSES schools often strikes fear in the hearts of middle-class pre-service 
teachers because it is something largely unaddressed in their teacher-education programs. 
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 This dominating discourse of behaviour management was initially persuasive to Salli, 
though in her heart she acknowledged the tensions this created. It would appear that the 
enhanced negative effects of social class bias are due on the one hand to the 
disproportionately White and middle-class teacher population, and on the other hand, to 
students whose less culturally fortified cultural backgrounds are subsumed by the dominant 
culture. Murray (2011) maintains that this contributes to a “communication barrier” (p. 61) 
between teachers and students who do not speak the same language. Nevertheless, some 
teachers, like Salli, do come from backgrounds that more closely match their students. Again 
conflicted, Salli recalled various moments when she recognised (at least in retrospect) that 
she needed to consciously acquire the proper habitus, first, to go to university, and then, to 
become a teacher. As an extension of the previous recollection, once Salli did focus her sights 
on university, she remembered having to convince her school not only that she was capable, 
but also that she needed support (which she only discovered existed by chance). Although 
Salli self-reportedly had a disadvantaged background, her visible attributes (being White, 
well-spoken and reasonably compliant) did not immediately mark her as disadvantaged. 
Based on appearance alone, Salli’s background was simply invisible. This too is an issue 
related to habitus: she had, to some degree (though not entirely, as will be discussed), learned 
‘how to behave’. The real issue was, however, that because her own teachers were so 
immersed in deficit assumptions, they were unable to see the combination of disadvantage 
and high achievement as possible. The low expectations held of Salli, and the errors made 
based on her working-class student habitus, were evident in her recollection: 
When I spoke to the guidance counsellor about going to uni, and applying for special 
consideration, I was told: “You won’t be eligible for that.” I had to tell her all about 
my family and what I had to do at home before she took me seriously and told me 
about scholarships. 
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 Salli thus rapidly learned that she was both like and unlike other university students 
and once she decided to become a teacher that she was both like and unlike other teachers. 
Her background became the lens through which she, as the Other, defined her work as a 
future teacher. She came to understand that her goals were different and her attitudes and 
beliefs would likely differ from that of a mainstream teacher. Thinking back to her first year 
studying Education, Salli remembered: 
Uni was very hard to begin with. I didn’t fit in—I never knew where to go, I always 
felt underdressed, my social skills weren’t fantastic and I would rub people the wrong 
way. I found it really difficult to make or keep friends ... In my family the way we 
communicate is really different, and university never made much sense to them … 
Just navigating the university proved to be a big challenge and I’ve spent my whole 
degree asking whether or not I’m doing anything right. 
 
 Teachers can be more effective when they reflect on their experiences in the 
education system and understand how their background affects their approach to teaching 
(Van Galen, 2008). Many of these realisations were difficult for Salli, but were significant in 
her development as a self-aware teacher. Remembering her own discomfort allowed Salli to 
consider how her students may experience school, and the impact that she, as their teacher, 
may have on these experiences. 
 It became apparent that it is not easy for teachers from less privileged backgrounds, 
who must resist, challenge or assert themselves. Some of these points of tension are evident 
in this recollection from Salli: 
Going onto my 3rd prac, the first person I met was a postgrad student who came to 
collect me from the office for a meeting prior to starting my placement. She said to 
me “this school is different” and made several comments about the students she had 
worked with over the last four days. After arriving in the staffroom and meeting my 
supervising teacher, the postgrad student mentioned she gets quite uncomfortable at 
the train station and was talking about the fights she had seen while waiting for the 
train. My supervising teacher said: “You know, I don’t mean to be offensive, but the 
kids at this school are absolute bogans.” I write this as my first day on prac 
approaches and I find myself really worried and anxious about the students I will 
come across. I know this is irrational, to let other people’s experiences and opinions 
guide my thoughts, but it has been extremely difficult to convince myself otherwise 
(that I won’t have any issues with the students). Even though I am perfectly aware of 
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the ways that attitudes and side-comments like these affect a teacher’s attitude and 
how these are often fed by stereotypes and bias, I can’t help but let it get it to me. 
 
 Upon reflection, some of Salli’s experiences offer an antidote to the deficit positions 
examined previously in this paper. Her engagement in socio-political critique enabled her to 
understand some of her own unexpected instinctive responses to students in her classes on 
practicum. For instance, Salli noted her gravitation towards students from LSES 
backgrounds. While she saw the necessity of acquiring a middle-class habitus, she was also 
able to understand her own resistance to the embodied markers of the middle-class: 
I do find I don’t like the students in my classrooms who have their hands up too 
much. I feel deterred by them. It’s a really strange feeling to want to ignore a student, 
especially when their behaviours aren’t categorically bad. Something about them rubs 
me the wrong way. I resist that feeling but I privilege the kids who are usually 
stereotyped or put into the too-hard basket because I’ve been there and I know it’s 
tough and I know what it’s like to walk in their shoes. 
 
 Salli’s self-awareness is important because she was different from the middle-class 
teachers who unconsciously favoured those with similar middle-class dispositions. In her 
case, Salli was more likely to identify with students who, like her, were typically less 
privileged. 
In classrooms, teachers have the power to instil a sense of self-worth and agency in 
their students, yet the myths of meritocracy—that all students can achieve if they are smart 
and just try hard enough—remain pervasive. These notions of meritocracy were deeply held 
by Salli’s own school teachers (who she remembers telling her peers that they could ‘pull 
themselves up by their bootstraps’) and later in the schools in which she did her practicum. 
Armed now with tools to critique some of these myths, Salli observed that her supervising 
teachers on practicum did indeed allocate different expectations of students depending on 
their class background and often did not recognise the “hidden curriculum” (Apple & King, 
1983) that privileged some students while disadvantaging others. Just as negative peer-
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influences have an impact on a student’s experience and progression in schooling, so too do 
the negative influences of their teachers. Salli offered her experience of this: 
I remember on my second practicum, I had a class of Year 9 students and thought at 
least 50% of these students were from a lower class background, but possibly more. I 
found that my supervising teacher held the worst assumptions of these students, and 
those I attributed to higher class backgrounds were the most appreciated members of 
the class. It was quite frustrating to know, as someone from a lower class background, 
that some children would receive a different level of education based on how they are 
treated or what is expected of them and this appeared largely class related. In 
particular, a group of three boys in the class were labelled as no-hopers, were often 
spoken poorly about by teachers in the staffroom and were consistently discouraged 
from offering input in lessons. After spending a few sessions with these boys after 
school, and taking an interest, they were some of my best students. It’s very sad when 
a student in Year 9 calls himself stupid and truly believes he is incapable of achieving 
anything, and most of these beliefs could very well be attributed to what his teachers 
think. At the end of my prac, this same boy approached my supervising teacher and 
said: “I want to start doing well in English, Miss.” He had developed a higher sense of 
self-worth over the course of four weeks, had higher self-esteem—simply because I 
wouldn’t let him believe he was useless. 
 
The perception of students as high or low achievers relates to social class and class 
culture and its (in)compatibility with the school system. Students spend almost 25 hours a 
week inside a classroom and 30 hours or more on school grounds for 12 to 15 years, the vast 
majority of their youth. The impact and importance of teachers during this time is 
unmistakably significant (Hallam, 2009). 
1.6 Conclusions 
While increasing the number of culturally diverse teachers is the most ideal of 
outcomes, until education at its core becomes more equitable, teachers will continue to 
represent a largely White and/or middle-class population. As Obidah and Howard (2005) 
suggest, a quality teacher-education program insists that teachers gain a deep understanding 
of poverty and disadvantage, and encourages difficult conversations about associated issues 
such as race and social class. 
Numerous studies have tracked the positive influence of teachers whose backgrounds 
more closely matched their students (Howard & Aleman, 2008; LeCourt & Napoleone, 2011;  
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Van Galen, 2010; Weininger & Lareau, 2003). While Salli, is by no means the norm in some 
teacher-education programs, the evidence seems clear that employing and training teachers 
from LSES backgrounds makes positive changes in schools with students coming from 
disadvantaged or high-poverty backgrounds. The advantages noted in some of these studies 
(Ball, 2009; Reid et al., 2009) ranged from teachers being positive role models for students 
from similar social or cultural backgrounds, to teachers showing higher levels of commitment 
to students and schools deemed ‘challenging’. By allowing Salli to voice her experiences, and 
to examine them through a critical lens, she is empowered as a teacher and, in some ways, 
gives herself permission to appreciate the crucial potential she brings to her classroom: 
Today I learned the power of beginning teachers. I feel that students get themselves 
caught in the trap of reputations and their teachers carry the same expectations of 
them all through their schooling. 
 
 Salli’s self-awareness about her own class background and how it affects not only 
others’ perceptions of her, but also her own teaching practice, is an important reminder of 
what understandings teachers with experiences similar to their students may bring to their 
students. Inquiry-based narratives such as Salli’s raise questions about an educational myth 
not often discussed because her story suggests that the pressures on teachers to perform as 
members of the middle class may obscure more complex, diverse identities that may already 
exist, unspoken, among teachers who are forced to appear more middle-class than they are. 
 In addition, given that the culture of schooling is heavily predicated on middle-class 
values, the culture and values of a large portion of LSES students can be seen as something 
that is, at times, incompatible. It is critical, therefore, that we understand more about how 
teachers with similar backgrounds to their LSES students might make a difference and gain a 
more complex understanding of the professional experiences of these teachers who 
themselves are outside of the norm.  
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